However, the country's policy framework is tentatively shifting from punitive regulatory approaches to harm reduction-based strategies. 
The wrong type of decline what patterns of consumption exist, and how the distribution processes are organised. This is surprising, considering that data from both treatment centres and elsewhere have shown a rapid escalation in the prevalence and (ab)use rates of specific substances in a number of communities, such as methamphetamine and a highly adulterated opiate-based mixture known as 'whoonga'. 2 Moreover, various studies have shown that an increasing number of African countries now play an important role in the transnational trade in illegal substances, 3 while the production capacity of South Africa and Nigeria to synthesise substances such as methamphetamine has increased. 4 It seems that a) the illegal substance economy has grown in sophistication, and that b) many of the criminal organisations that control the distribution networks are including a broader range of substances and products, such as those derived from poaching activities. 5 The expansion of this illegal economy may have an impact, among others, on the reported arrest rates relating to illegal substances, which in South
Africa have increased 181.6% over the last 10 years. 6 However, the country's policy framework is tentatively shifting from punitive regulatory approaches to harm reduction-based strategies.
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This article documents and contextualises fluctuations in the street-level prices and values of selected illegal substances over a 10-year period in Cape Town, South Africa, by drawing on recent empirical research and past reports. The contemporary prices are compared and contrasted with each other, as well as with those previously documented. We show that when adjusted for inflation, the value of these substances has decreased
over the last decade, making them more affordable, even though their nominal prices have remained more stable. In beginning to provide explanations for these changes, we outline some of the mechanisms that shape the market and point to the primary structural drivers of substance use in the country.
While there may be an ever-growing literature on the multiple and diverse impacts of illegal substances on individuals, communities and South African society as a whole, 8 there is little empirical information on the illegal substance economy itself. What does exist invariably focuses on public health concerns, such as treatment centre data, and does not engage with the criminal economy itself. This is especially true in the instance of polysubstance use/users, an increasingly important cohort of the South African illegal substance economy, not just because they habitually consume more than one illegal substance, but also because they are more vulnerable to disease and are more likely to be arrested. 9 With these deficits in mind, we present here an analysis of the results drawn from the first phase of a drug-pricing study conducted in Cape Town in 2014 and 2015.
The article's purpose is to a) document the reported prices and units of sale in a systematic way, b)
compare these prices and their relative worth (where possible) with previous reports, and c) begin examining their relevance to and meaning for policy and research. While geographically limited, we have systematically compared these data with the findings of the single previous study to have undertaken such a structured review of street-level substance prices in the past, published in 2010. 10 In so doing we show that while the nominal prices of many illegal substances have remained relatively resilient, the real value of these products has greatly decreased. Illegal substances, in short, are more easily available and more affordable than ever. By documenting these trends, we tease out some of the implications that they may have for consumption patterns, regulatory frameworks and policing strategies in the city. While many authors have independently reached similar conclusions to our own, the evidence-based data presented here seems to indicate that not only is the regulatory system currently used ineffective, but it may be counter-productive.
The study
The nominal prices and real value of the illegal substances presented here are derived from data gathered by a larger mixed-methods, multisite study conducted in Cape Town, South Africa between 2014 and 2015, which specifically focused on polysubstance use/users. Reports by respondents from three socially and economically diverse sites were recorded, all of whom used a combination of the various substances documented in here, and which informed the larger study.
The selected communities are all socio-economically and ethnically disparate, and were targeted to provide as broad a representative sample as possible from a geospatially diverse range of locations (see Table 1 ). Potential participants were recruited by outreach fieldworkers and invited to take part in the FGDs, having self-identified as polysubstance users. Once identified, they had to pass a verbal test to clarify whether they met the requirements of the study. In order to meet these requirements, they had to have used more than one of the preselected substances in the last seven days, had to have resided in the location for more than one year, and had to agree to the study's ethical requirements. policed as a 'hard' drug, which the broader study was more concerned with. The list of substances that were included in the study was derived from reports based on information from the users themselves, with urine-based screening measures for the substances occurring in the second phase of the study.
Reported prices and method of comparison
The preliminary findings of the study are tabulated in Table 2 . While noteworthy in themselves, a comparative analysis with previous results creates an opportunity for a more nuanced assessment of any fluctuations and, as discussed below, offers an opportunity to indirectly assess those forces acting on the market. It is for these reasons that we have 
Comparisons and relevance
In the following section we compare the nominal prices of the individual substances, as reported by the participants in the different sites in our study, with those from Peltzer et al., 20 which are positioned as national averages but are based on sporadic primary data. These are presented in Table 2 . In an attempt to formulate as accurate a comparison as possible,
we have aggregated the data in this study to create an inclusive, single total figure for each substance.
This aggregation is done for comparative purposes,
although the limitations noted above should be kept in mind. While the comparisons are at best estimations, they do serve to tentatively illustrate the primary congruencies/disparities that exist between the present-day nominal prices of the substances, In Table 2 usage rates. They may also reflect public health concerns insofar as they may have an impact on treatment and prevention strategies.
While we speak specifically to the South African context, it is useful to keep in mind that previous studies have also used pricing data as: For example, should it be known that policing efforts were focused on production facilities in an area or for a specific substance, price increases at street level may indirectly indicate their success, as limiting supply may drive up prices. 32 While the utility of the research still requires further reflection, the data presented here will be greatly strengthened by iterative sampling strategies.
Nominal price fluctuations and variations
In reviewing the information presented in Table 2, we first discuss the individual substances and the pricing variances before highlighting the comparative fluctuations. This information is contextually situated in the next section.
Individual substance results
Following the table order, the reported street-level price for methamphetamine or 'tik' reveals two important trends. The first is that quantity and unit price are inversely related -the larger the quantity purchased, the less the nominal price per weight unit. This is a familiar marketing strategy, employed in everything from methamphetamine to mobile data deals. 33 Such variations, assumedly, may also indicate that the larger the quantity of illegal drugs purchased, the more likely that the 'order' will be passed on Iterative, long-term toxicological analyses would be needed to confirm this.
Speaking to each of the subjects individually, we follow the order found in Table 2 . Methamphetamine has previously been reported to be the most widely used drug in the city, and the data confirm that it is available across the sites surveyed. The contemporary nominal price can, however, vary by as much as 100%, for reasons that are still to be understood. At R217.50 per gram, the mean nominal price itself occupies a median position in relation to the cost of other illegal substances. Moreover, and at first glance, a nominal decrease of just R7.50 over the last 10 years does not seem to be particularly extensive. However, when adjusted for CPI, the decrease in real value is some 104.65%. In other words, had a gram of methamphetamine been purchased 10 years ago, using the current value of the rand, the substance would have cost R395.24.
As we explore below, such a large decrease in value is not only a function of inflation but may also be driven by a growth in local production capacity, as indirectly indicated by users consistently reporting five different forms of the substance, for which they also in which ecstasy use has been prevalent. 36 They did, however, know of the substance, many had previously used it, and could still obtain it.
Cathinone (CAT), finally, has seen rapid increases in use in Europe and North America. 37 In exploring whether this is the case in Cape Town, especially considering the city's large tourism industry, the substance was included in the study. However, participants did not report frequent use of the substance, with some respondents not even being familiar with it. Its novelty also prevents any comparison with the past study. Broadly, and retrospectively, it seems that knowledge of and experience with the substance tended to follow urban development patterns -those in the city centre knew more about the substance than those in outlying areas. This, again, is consistent with reports in the literature from elsewhere, which have found its use to be propagated by specific youth subcultures that are mostly economically inaccessible to the majority of participants in this study.
Comparative/contextual placement With reference to, and in support of, the related conclusions reached by a large number of previous studies it is clear that illegal substances are, in total, cheaper, more affordable and more readily available in South Africa now than they were 10 years ago. 41 This conclusion has serious implications for the regulation and policing of the production, distribution, use and users of illegal substances in the country.
Implications for policy and research
Over In South Africa it is increasingly clear that we might add to this list concerns with the geospatial design of major urban areas, high levels of unemployment, frequent (and frequently accepted) instances of violent behaviour, systemically entrenched corruption, political disenfranchisement and social stigma. 48 As such, and even though policing has not been effective, many of the country's urban areas present ideal environments in which these drivers become potent and meaningful. Indeed, it is these environmental and structural issues described above that policy might look to remedy in the long term in endeavouring to address substance-related issues. market, which appears to be on the rise.
Conclusion
With this in mind, the formulation and implementation of policies and regulations that are responsive to the illegal economy will require accurate information that is reflective of contemporary trends in situ.
Pricing data generate a 'snapshot' of that economy, with comparative analyses providing the means by which the results of interventions and regulatory practices can be indirectly monitored and judged.
However, to do so requires new information to be contextually situated, economically, politically and socially. Substance use does not occur in isolation from broader society and substance users invariably live within communities. The regulatory system, as it pertains to illegal substances, is thus in dire need of a substantial and systematic review. 
